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1. Introduction

3. Biber

W

hen I was preparing my final undergraduate recital at the Escuela Superior de
Música del Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes in la Ciudad de México I was
asked to add a baroque piece to my repertoire. My violin teacher, Maestro
Cuauhtémoc Rivera Guzmán suggested that I look at the work of a unique BohemianAustrian composer, Biber. I started my research and found the Rosary Sonatas. They
captured my attention not because of their rare tuning, beautiful copper engravings
of the original, and unique copy of the manuscript, but for their representational
clarity, something I noticed and experienced upon first hearing the Sonata No. 1, ̈The
Annunciation”, particularly its Preludium. Through the virtuoso and intricate line of
the violin I was able to ̈see ̈ in my mind, the Archangel Gabriel revealing God ́s will to a
frightened Mary. I imagined a concerned and fearful Virgin Mary answering to the angel.
In summation, I witnessed an angelic dialogue by listening to the music.
I identified musical elements as biblical characters with determined acting roles. These
characters have an agency and reside in a certain level of musical subjectivity that
virtually exists in the world as creations of composers and performers. To explain this, I
will base my reflections on the recent Theory of Virtual Agency for Western Art Music by
the music theorist Robert S. Hatten.

2. A Theory of Virtual Agency for Western Art Music:
In 2018 Robert S. Hatten, Professor of Music Theory at the University of Texas at Austin’s
Butler School of Music published the last in a trilogy of books on musical meaning that
have shaped the field of music semiotics. A Theory of Virtual Agency for Western Art
Music gives us a theoretical framework to use for analytical purposes.
The first thing to understand is that Hatten gives agency to musical perspectives such as
movement, gesture, embodiment, topics, tropes, emotion, narrativity, and performance.
This type of agency is referred to as “Virtual Agency” and should be distinguished from
the actual agency of listeners, performers (with performative agency), composers and
teachers,1 the actual agents of music.
The Virtual Agents of music are: persona (e.g. Cone’s ̈composer voice”2 ), subjectivity (as
integrative, self-reflexive consciousness), narrative (staged by shifts in level of discourse),
actors (with roles in a dramatic trajectory), agents (with human characteristics), and
actants3 (prior to agential identity).4
Agency is a term used in sociology and philosophy that refers to the capacity and exercise
of a being to act in a determined environment.5 Since Hatten is granting the capacity to act
̈ to musical elements that ̈do not exist ̈ properly in the world, he designates this agency as
̈virtual ̈: it stands for something that almost exists or acts, but not quite. Charles Sanders
Peirce (1839-1914) the American philosopher and father of pragmatism and modern
semiotics, defined ̈virtual ̈ as follows:
A virtual X... is something, not an x, which has the efficiency (virtus) of an X ̈ (1902)6
Table 1. summarizes the perspectives of music that have a virtual agential capacity as
well as the virtual agents that will hold it.

Heinrich Ignaz Franz von Biber (b. Wartenberg, Bohemia, bap. 12 Aug 1644; d Salzburg,
3 May 1704) was a Bohemian-Austrian violinist and composer. He was an outstanding
virtuoso of the 17th century. His most known and played works nowadays are The Rosary
Sonatas for violin and continuo, especially those which require scordatura.8 He was not
a very famous composer before the middle of the 20th century, when his music was
rediscovered and restudied. The Rosary Sonatas were never published in Biber ́s lifetime;
the manuscript was discovered much later, and published in 1905. The scordatura9
required in those pieces is a topic that raises discussions. Putting aside the performance
practice issue of retuning a violin during a concert, the greater tension that some of the
tunings require is striking. Furthermore, many violinists are rather conservative and
retuning makes them uncomfortable.

4. Rosary Sonatas
The Rosary Sonatas (also called Mystery Sonatas or Copper-Engraving Sonatas) are a
collection of fifteen sonatas for violin and continuo with a final passacaglia for violin
solo composed around 1674 and dedicated to the composer’s patron, the Archbishop
of Salzburg Maximilian Gandolph von Kuenburg.10 Each sonata has been named
in accordance to Catholic rosary devotion/meditation; this is based on the copperengravings. Therefore, they are divided into three sets of five sonatas each, making a clear
reference to the three type of Mysteries of the Rosary from that time: Joyful, Sorrowful
and Glorious mysteries.11 Possibly, they were performed during the Rosary week (first
week of October) in the Chambers of the city ́s Confraternity of the Rosary, an association
to which Biber belonged.12

5. Biblical Annunciation
The Annunciation is the moment when Saint Gabriel the Archangel announces to the
Virgin Mary that she would conceive and become the mother of Jesus. In the Bible, the
Annunciation is described in the Gospel according to St. Luke (1:26-38) from the New
Testament as follows:
In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of Galilee named
Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of
David; and the virgin’s name was Mary. And he came to her and said, “Hail, O
favored one, the Lord is with you!” But she was greatly troubled at the saying,
and considered in her mind what sort of greeting this might be. And the angel said
to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And behold,
you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus.
He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God
will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house
of Jacob for ever; and of his kingdom there will be no end.” And Mary said to the
angel, “How can this be, since I have no husband?” And the angel said to her, “The
Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow
you; therefore the child to be born aswill be called holy, the Son of God. And
behold, your kinswoman Elizabeth in her old age h also conceived a son; and this
is the sixth month with her who was called barren. For with God nothing will be
impossible.” And Mary said, “Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be to
13
me according to your word.” And the angel departed from her.
This biblical passage contains a clear dialogue between Gabriel and Mary that could have
been used by Biber as a dialogical inspiration for his first Rosary Sonata, particularly its
Preludium.

In summation, Hatten ́s theory gives agency to the music by itself; an agency inferred
from the implied actions of sounds as they move and reveal tendencies with musicstylistic contexts.7 This theory embraces gesture and emotion as part of a comprehensive
theory of musical meaning.
From my perspective as performer, I found this theory of analysis useful and relevant.
It aids in developing a broader understanding of musical phenomena. It gives equal
importance to elements that are traditionally forgotten in music theory (e.g. movement
and embodiment). Hatten ties everything together in a theory that enables a holistic
comprehension of music that will help performers better explain and theorize the virtual
power of music.
Bellow, I will give agency to musical gestures drawing from its spontaneous, dialogical,
and rhetorical characteristics. Through that, I will recognize and identify the virtual
agents as biblical characters interacting in a virtual musical world.

6. Rosary Sonata No. 1, ̈The Annunciation ̈
Rosary Sonata No. 1 belongs to the Joyful Mysteries and it has three movements:
Preludium, Aria allegro – variatio – Adagio, and Finale. The first movement contains
a musical setting that recalls the dialogue between Mary and Gabriel and it could be
considered a good example of representational music. I will use six musical moments
from the Preludium where a two agents ́ dialogue can be determined.14
1. According to the gospel, Gabriel appears to Mary first. This could be identified in the
music in bar one. The long opening note represents the moment when Gabriel appears
surrounded by light. The first measure of the Preludium contains the quasi-improvisatory
free mood and “mélos”15 of the entire movement. The beginning of the Preludium is not
violent or brutal, but is rather sudden and bright. I like to compere it with the noon sun
light of Nazareth in the spring.16 The opening combination of rhythms appear only in the
beginning.
2. Right after this odd and short introduction, there is a long (five bars) virtuoso passage of
thirty second notes that finish with a descending third progression and D minor arpeggios
in sixteenth notes followed by an eighth note rest. This is the first part of the message
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that Gabriel gives to Mary, where the thirty second notes represent the enigmatic words
corresponding to Gabriel’s prophetic announcement. Bars eight and nine

Appendix 1: Heinrich Franz Biber, Sonate I [Praeludium], unter Leitung von Guido Adler
(Wien: Denkmäler der Tonkunst in Österreich, 1963) 4-5.

(the descending third progression and D minor arpeggios) correlate to the strongest phrase
said by Gabriel thus far: ̈and of his kingdom there will be no end ̈.
3. After the eighth note rest, there is a change in gesture. Now Mary asks a question.
To articulate the difference Biber put slurs over a short phrase where there are no thirty
second notes. It is delicate and afraid. It portrays the awe and bewilderment of a young
Mary receiving such strange salutation and news.
4. In bar thirteen the Angel Gabriel speaks once more, but this time talks about the
Holy Spirit and the power of God. Biber uses thirty second notes going high up in the
violin register. Rhetorically, using a higher register in the dominant for Gabriel ́s second
intervention may represent God ́s power and will. It answers Mary ́s question: ̈How can
this be, since I have no husband. ̈ Gabriel ́s second intervention finishes with a long A
(quarter note) preceded by a descending D minor scale covering a considerable part of
violin ́s tessitura. This dramatic descending may relate to Gabriel ́s last words: ̈For with
God nothing will be impossible. ̈
5. In bar eighteen, after another rest, there is another gestural change. Mary is talking
once more saying: ̈Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be to me according to
your word. ̈ This last comment is represented in the music; here the violin plays in a more
singing style phrasing helped by slurs. When Mary refers to the words previously spoken
by the angel, Biber adds an improvisatory phrase in G minor with thirty second notes.
6. The final musical phrase (pick up to bar 21 through 24) could be a representation of
fear and astonishment. The Preludium concludes in a long, somber, and low D. Mary
accepts her destiny and is willing to follow God ́s will. However, as a normal human
being, she will start to think about and assimilate the mystery as represented by the other
movements of the sonata.

7. Conclusion
Despite all the existing research relevant to Biber and his Rosary Sonatas, (mainly
concerning the use of scordatura) more information is still needed about the presumable
relations between the music and the corresponding biblical passages. The Preludium of
̈The Annunciation ̈ by Biber is a beautiful example of an almost programmatic relation
with a biblical text and music, but as I described before, a better term to define it is
representational. The main goal of this research is to help performers and listeners. It
can contribute in a big way to the interpretation of the Preludium because it gives clearer
ideas of phrasing, rhetoric and the intrinsic mélos of the passage. It also enhances the
listening experience, elevating musical elements to an almost real, i.e. virtual existence.
Personally, this paper helps me by complementing my research, analysis, and aesthetic
enjoyment of this piece of music while I continue my work on a deeper analysis using
musical hermeneutics and agency. This is also my first contact with Hatten’s analytical
techniques developed in his recent book A Theory of Virtual Agency for Western Art
Music. A theory I considered a tremendous input into the music meaning discussion.
Paper presented at the First International Meeting of Student Research in Music and Musicology at the
University of Évora, Portugal, November 28-30, 2019.
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Appendix 2: Heinrich Ignaz Franz von Biber, Rosary Sonata No. 1 “The Annunciation”
for violin and continuo, Original Manuscript (ca. 1678) BSB Mus. ms.4123, n.d.
Bayerische Staatbibliothek, Munich.
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‘Music is a conduit to understanding humanity’ ~
New CD from Elora Singers offers an antidote to the year 2020
Antonia Herschel

F

or all the pain that 2020 has brought – pandemic, racial
injustice, riots and social divisions – there is incredible healing
to be found in music. Not as an escape, but as a response.

She depicted the rock formations as “having voices that have
transcended time,” she said. She drew inspiration from Agawa Rock
near Wawa in northern Ontario. It has ancient paintings on it that
were created over centuries.

Two remarkable compositions on a new CD recording from the Elora
Singers speak of “hope and of love in ways that are very important”
for the times we are living in, says Elora Singers artistic director
Mark Vuorinen.

Some of her own ancestors made paintings there and “it is a longheld tradition for our people to do ‘vision paintings’ on the rocks at
certain sacred ceremonial grounds, she said.
The work begins with the clear, haunting sound of the traditional
cedar flute, the pipigwan, as the music gives form to the voices
coming out of the rock.

Odawa First Nations composer Barbara Croall created Giishkaapkag,
(Where the Rock is Cut Through) which is a powerful work asking
where the missing Indigenous girls and women are. This work,
commissioned for the 40th anniversary of the Elora Festival in 2019,
received its world premiere at the opening night.

The text asks where the missing women have gone. We think,
of course, of the women who were killed, or presumed killed, and
who were the subject of a Canada-wide inquiry.

Also on the CD is This Love Between Us, by Reena Esmail of
Los Angeles. The work is in seven movements, each of which focuses on a different But this is not the first time, nor the only context, in which Indigenous women have
religion. It marries the Western baroque orchestra and choir to Indian tabla and sitar to disappeared.
beautiful effect. It, too, was performed at the festival last summer.
The Indigenous culture was a matriarchal one before the Indian Act established band
“Since then the world has changed incredibly,” Vuorinen said.
councils that quickly excluded women. “They weren›t even allowed in the room.” Croall
said.
This Love Between Us provides extraordinarily rich layers of musical experience in which
the text – derived either from the religious writing, or from poets who write through Women are returning, but “it is an evolving process,” Croall said.
the lens of their religion – speak of love, unity, and kindness.
At the discussion before the CD launch, members of the Elora Singers responded to both
“Each movement also contains a unique combination of Indian and Western classical composers.
styles, running the continuum from the Christian movement, which is rooted firmly in
a baroque style, to the Zoroastrian movement, which is a Hindustani vilambit bandish,” Mezzo-soprano Christina Stelmacovich described how emotional it was to sing both of
Esmail says on her website, reenaesmail.com (Roughly translated, a vilambit bandish is a these works.
song in a slow tempo.)
“We are absolutely honoured that you allowed us into your world,” she said. “Thank
you.”
Esmail has always had two musical cultures in her life: Indian and Western.
“I had to create space to negotiate those two cultures,” she said in an online discussion The CD is $20 and is available for purchase through the Elora Singers website
prior to the CD release. “That space became my music.”
at elorasingers.ca
She wrote the work in the difficult time leading up to the election of President Donald
Trump in 2016. But she said her mind “always returns to the last line of this piece, the
words of Rumi, which are repeated like a mantra over affirming phrases from each religion,
as they wash over one another: “Concentrate on the Essence. Concentrate on the Light.”
“Music is a conduit to understanding humanity,” Esmail said.
As for Croall, she conceived of her work for cedar flute, percussion and choir by thinking
about rocks, which according to traditional Anishinaabe knowledge are the oldest beings
on earth.
The Elora Singers
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